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ELECTRONIC INCENTIVE S YSTEM AND MFTBf nn 



Background of the Invention 

This invention relates generally to a system for electronically distributing 
incentives, such as coupons, discounts, rebates and the like, and in particular to a 
system and method for electronically distributing incentives to a consumer who is 
considering the purchase of a product. 

The use of incentives, such as coupons, began in 1894 when Coca-Cola enticed 
consumers to try their new cola product with a free glass of cola by having the 
consumer clip out a coupon and redeem it for a free glass of Coke. Incentives, such as 
coupons and rebates, have a variety of different goals. For example, a coupon may 
increase the sales of a product, may promote customer loyalty to the products, 
encourage repeat purchases, increase product awareness, get the consumer to try a new 
product or brand, launch marketing campaigns or soften the blow of a price increase. 

There are many conventional systems for distributing coupons to a consumer. 
Some methods involve blind marketing in which a large number of coupons for a 
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variety of products are sent to a plurality of households, such as newspaper coupons. 
The problem with this method is that the coupons are not targeted to any particular 
audience or individual so that the advertiser is often spending large amounts of money 
with a low probability of obtaining a consumer response . There are also conventional 
5 electronic coupon systems which use a coupon printing machine connected to a cash 
register in a store or supermarket to print targeted coupons for particular consumers 
based on a set of rules. The rules which determine which consumers get which 
coupons may be as simple as "if a particular consumer purchases a first product, then 
the customer will receive a coupon for a competing product". In operation, as each 

10 consumer purchases products, the consumer's purchases are moved past a scanner 
which reads the universal product code (UPC) barcodes on the packaging. The output 
from the barcode scanner, which identifies each product, is fed into a computer which 
compares the barcode information to a database of rules and issues a coupon if there is 
a match in the database with the product. This system permits advertisers and 

1 5 manufacturers to provide a coupon to the consumer only after the competing product 
has already been purchased. This system, however, does not permit the manufacturer 
to catch the consumer's attention prior to the actual purchase of the competing product 
so that the consumer does not have a chance to switch brands prior to purchasing the 
product. For a supermarket selling consumable groceries, a coupon delivered after 

20 purchase is acceptable since the consumer will soon be back to purchase more 

consumable products and may use the coupon. However, for more expensive, non- 
consumable products, such as various consumer electronics products (e.g., automobiles 
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or furniture) the distribution of a brand switching coupon after the purchase of a 
competing product by a consumer is not acceptable since a consumer is not likely to 
purchase a similar product for a long time, and so the coupon is unlikely to influence 
the buying behavior of the recipient. 

Therefore, it is desirable for a product manufacturer to be able to interactively 
provide a consumer, who is browsing through a number of products, with an incentive 
to buy the manufacturer's particular brand when the consumer has a number of 
different brand choices. In some market sectors, such as, for example, books or CDs, it 
is important for brand name merchants to be able to target the consumers in the same 
way and offer incentives prior to purchase. No conventional systems provide a user, 
who is browsing for an item from among a group of items from different 
manufacturers and/or merchants, with an incentive to buy a particular brand as opposed 
to another brand. In addition, no conventional system permits a manufacturer to 
electronically catch the consumer's attention prior to the purchase of a product in order 
to provide an incentive to the consumer to purchase a particular brand. Thus, it is 
desirable to provide an electronic incentive system and method, and it is to this end 
that the present invention is directed. 

Summary of the Invention 

In accordance with the invention, an electronic incentive system and method 
are provided which deliver incentives, such as rebates, coupons, discounts and the like, 
to consumers while they are reviewing what to buy (i.e., prior to the sale as opposed to 



ft 

after the sale has occurred). The system may be a web-based service which allows 
other shopping services such as merchants, comparison shopping sites, product review 
sites, hosted merchants services, and portals to offer incentives, coupons and rebates to 
consumers who visit their sites. The electronic incentive system may be a 
5 clearinghouse for incentives by developing relationships with brand managers at 
product manufacturers who wish to promote their product brands as well as with 
merchants who wish to promote their storefronts. The electronic incentive system may 
therefore distribute a plurality of different incentives for different entities. In 
accordance with the invention, the system may electronically distribute incentives at 
10 any location at which a consumer may shop for a product. These locations may 

include stores, World Wide Web-based comparison shopping sites, World Wide Web 
portals and other shopping and merchant services of all kinds. 

As used herein, the term "brand" may encompass both a manufacturer's brand, 
such as Sony as well as a merchant's brand, such as Amazon.com. Thus, the electronic 

1 5 incentive system may be used to generate and distribute manufacturer brand incentives 
to try to convince a consumer to switch manufacturer brands, such as from Sony to 
Panasonic. The electronic incentive system in accordance with the invention may also 
be used to generate and distribute merchant brand incentives to try to convince a 
consumer to switch sites at which to buy, for example, a book or CD, such as from 

20 Amazon.com to barnesandnoble.com. Thus, when the term "brand" is used herein, it 
may apply to both manufacturer and merchant brands. 
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The system may be easily integrated into existing web sites and other shopping 
locations to permit existing shopping services to take advantage of the incentives. The 
system is transparent to the consumer in that the consumer browses through products 
as the normally would, but may receive an incentive in accordance with the invention. 

5 To provide incentives to a consumer, the system may be implemented at any 

place where the consumer may be shopping for a particular product. The system may 
record the consumer's action to generate product and/or brand preferences for each 
consumer at a shopping location, request that an incentive be provided to the 
consumer, and determine an appropriate incentive for a particular consumer based on 
1 0 the product or brand preferences. The system may also electronically redeem 
incentives given to a consumer. 

To catch the consumer where the consumer is shopping for a product, the 
system may be integrated with a variety of different existing shopping services and 
systems through an embedded software application. For example, the system may 

1 5 permit a consumer at home on the Internet to receive an incentive based upon the 

consumer's choice of product information and to later redeem an incentive based upon 
the consumer's product purchase. The system may also permit a consumer at a 
merchant's store to receive and redeem an incentive. For all of the shopping services 
and systems, incentives may be provided for a single merchant, multiple merchants, for 

20 a single brand or for multiple brands depending on the needs for the particular 

shopping service. The system may also permit a consumer of a comparison shopping 
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site or portal site, such as Yahoo, to receive incentives based on the selection of 
product information or other product related actions. The system may also permit a 
consumer to receive and/or redeem an incentive at a product comparison review site, a 
consumer reports site, or at an Internet kiosk while the consumer is traveling or in a 
5 store. The entire electronic incentive system may also be stored on a CD with a 
catalog so that a consumer browsing the catalog on the CD may receive an incentive. 
Finally, the system may also operate through the interaction between a personal 
appliance, such as Palm Pilot, a cell phone, etc., and a store shelf. 

The electronic incentive system and method may distribute and redeem a 
10 variety of different types of incentives. For example, the system may distribute an 

upsell incentive which is designed to encourage the consumer to spend more money on 
a more expensive, feature rich model of the same product, such as $50 off if you buy 
the next model up, or a cross sell incentive designed to encourage the consumer to buy 
related items, such as buying a certain brand of television to go with the VCR which is 
15 going to be purchased shortly. In addition, the system may also distribute a brand 

switch incentive, such as 20% off if the consumer buy a particular brand of VCR rather 
than the VCR that the consumer is currently considering or a desperate measure 
incentive in which a manufacturer may offer a special one-time discount. The system 
may also distribute a fixed value discount coupon or a fixed percentage discount 
20 coupon which may include coupons which are printable and redeemable at the physical 
store, coupons which are transferred electronically to the physical store, crypto-objects 
which can be used at an Internet store, or hosted objects which can be used at an 
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Internet store. The system may also distribute fixed value or fixed percentage off 
rebates payable after purchase and these rebates may include rebates which are sent via 
electronic means such as e-mail to the consumer, rebates which are printable and which 
can be returned to a redemption center, rebates which can be returned on-line by 
electronic means and rebates which can be redeemed automatically by transaction 
filters at merchants and transaction acquirers. In addition, the system may also 
distribute points-based incentives including a fixed allocation of points for a particular 
purchase, or bonus points for a particular purchase. 

Brief Description of the. Drawings 

Figure 1 is a block diagram illustrating an electronic incentive system in 
accordance with the invention; 

Figure 2 is a block diagram illustrating more details of the electronic incentive 
system of Figure 1; 

Figure 3 is a block diagram illustrating a second embodiment of the electronic 
incentive system in accordance with the invention; 

Figure 4 is a block diagram illustrating a third embodiment of the electronic 
incentive system in accordance with the invention; 

Figure 5 is a block diagram illustrating an example of an existing comparison 
shopping system which may incorporate the electronic incentive system in accordance 
with the invention; 
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Figure 6 is a block diagram illustrating an example of a brand incentive system 
which may incorporate the electronic incentive system in accordance with the 
invention; 

Figure 7 is a block diagram illustrating an example of a merchant incentive 
5 system which may incorporate the electronic incentive system in accordance with the 
invention; 

Figure 8 is a block diagram illustrating an example of a comparison shopping 
system in accordance with the invention; 

Figure 9 is a block diagram illustrating an example of an incentive promotions 
1 0 system in accordance with the invention; 

Figure 10 is a block diagram illustrating an example of an incentive 
promotions/comparison shopping system in accordance with the invention; 

Figure 1 1 is a flowchart illustrating an example of a method for electronic 
incentive distribution in accordance with the invention; 
15 Figure 12 is flowchart illustrating an example of a method for recording a 

consumer's preference; 

Figure 13 is a diagram illustrating the display on a consumer's browser 
application when viewing a comparison shopping site; 

Figure 14 is flowchart illustrating an example of a method for requesting an 
20 incentive; 

Figure 15 is flowchart illustrating an example of a method for determining an 
incentive to deliver to a consumer; 

8 
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Figures 16A - 161 are diagrams illustrating examples of web pages displayed by 
a consumer's browser application as the consumer browses a comparison shopping site 
and receives an incentive in accordance with the invention; and 

Figures 17A - 17H are diagrams illustrating examples of web pages displayed 
5 by a consumer's browser application as the consumer browses a product review site 
and receives an incentive in accordance with the invention. 

Detailed Description of a Preferr ed Hmhodimftnf 

The invention is particularly applicable to a World Wide Web-based electronic 
10 incentive system and it is in this context that the invention will be described. It will be 
appreciated, however, that the system and method in accordance with the invention has 
greater utility. 

A first embodiment of the system in accordance with the invention is a World 
1 5 Wide Web (WWW) based incentive generator which allows existing shopping services 
such as merchants, comparison shopping sites, product review sites, hosted merchant 
services, and WWW portals to offer incentives to consumers who visit their WWW 
sites shopping for a particular product. The system may distribute incentives 
everywhere a consumer goes shopping including, for example, retail stores, other 
20 physical stores , portals and other shopping and merchant services of all kinds. Now, 
the system in accordance with the invention will be described. 
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Figure 1 is a block diagram illustrating an electronic incentive system 20 in 
accordance with the invention. Although the portions of the system 20 will be 
described here as being connected together by the Internet through the WWW, the 
system 20 may also be connected together by a variety of other different 
5 communications networks, such as, for example, a dedicated local computer network, 
telephone lines and modems, or a wireless network. The system 20 may include an 
incentive generator 22 which receives data from a variety of different entities which 
may desire to provide consumers with an incentive to buy their particular brand of 
product. For example, as shown in Figure 1, there may be one or more brand managers 

1 0 24 and one or more merchants 26. The brand managers may be an organization or 
person who handles the promotions and sales for a particular product line or a 
particular product. The brand managers and/or merchants may provide the incentive 
generator 22 with information about the available incentives for a particular merchant 
or brand manager. For example, this would include information about which 

15 products, which brands, type and amount of incentive, the rules for creating and 
assigning incentives . The incentive generator 22 may use this information from the 
brand managers and/or merchants to distribute incentives to consumers in accordance 
with the invention. The incentive generator 22 may also receive incentive information 
from a variety of other entities, such as manufacturers. The incentive generator 22 may 

20 be a group of software applications being executed by a computer system, such as a 
server, and a database 23 associated with the server for storing various information 
required by the incentive generator 22. For example, the incentive generator 22 may 
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provide a user interface screen to each brand manager and/or merchant so that these 
entities may enter the relevant incentive information into the incentive service 
database 23. 

Once the incentive generator 22 has received the incentive information from the 
5 brand managers and/or merchants, it may distribute incentives 27 to consumers 28 
through a variety of different shopping forums and sites. For example, as shown in 
Figure 1, the shopping forums may include a WWW portal 30, a hosted merchant 
service 32, a large merchant store 34 and a comparison shopping service 36. As the 
consumer interacts with these shopping forums and makes product selection and 
10 product choices, the incentive generator 22 may record the preferences of the consumer 
and distribute an incentive to the consumer based on the preferences of the consumer 
and the rules of the appropriate incentive campaign. For example, if the consumer has 
chosen a particular brand of television and the incentive generator 22 has received 
information from a brand manager for a different brand of television who wants to 
1 5 provide an incentive to buy his brand of television, then the incentive generator 22 may 
note the brand preference of the consumer and provide the consumer with an incentive 
to choose the other brand of television. The incentive campaign, in this example, may 
implement a simple rule, which always assigns the same incentive to a consumer 
searching within this category. However, the campaign rules may also be more 
20 complex where the amount of the incentives created and assigned by the service could 
depend on the brand identity and other parameters collected which indicate the degree 
of consumer preference. 
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The incentive generator 22 may distribute a variety of different incentives 
which may include an upsell incentive which is designed to encourage the consumer to 
spend more money on a more feature rich model of the same product, such as $50 off if 
you buy the next model up or a cross sell incentive designed to encourage the 
consumer to buy related items, such as buying a certain brand of television to go with 
the VCR which is going to be purchased shortly. The incentive generator 22 may also 
distribute a brand switch incentive, such as 20% off if the consumer buy a particular 
brand of VCR rather than the VCR that the consumer is currently considering or a 
desperate measure incentive in which a manufacturer may offer a special one-time 
special. The incentive generator 22 may also distribute a fixed value discount coupon 
or a fixed percentage discount coupon which may include coupons which are printable 
and redeemable at the physical store, coupons which are transferred electronically to 
the physical store, crypto objects which can be used at an Internet store, or hosted 
objects which can be used at an Internet store. The incentive generator 22 may also 
distribute fixed value or fixed percentage off rebates payable after purchase and these 
rebates may be e-mailed to the consumer or points-based incentive schemes including 
a fixed allocation of points for a particular purchase or double points for a particular 
purchase. The electronic incentive system may also redeem coupons or rebates as 
described below. Now, more details of a first embodiment of the electronic incentive 
system will be described. 
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Figure 2 is a block diagram illustrating more details of the electronic incentive 
system 20 in accordance with the invention. In particular, the electronic incentive 
system may include the incentive generator 22 and the database 23 as described above. 
In addition, the electronic incentive system 20 may also include a preference detector 
37, which may be a piece of software code being executed by a computer system at 
some location between the incentive generator 22 and the incentive distribution site, 
which may be a consumer shopping service 36 or a portal 30. The preference detector 
37 may be resident on and executed by a processor on an incentive distribution site, 
such as a shopping service, but may also be located at a secondary service remotely 
located from the incentive distribution site. Thus, the actual location of the preference 
detector system 37 is not critical to the invention since the preference detector system 
37 may be located in a variety of locations. 

In operation, events (e.g., actions and behaviors of a consumer) will occur on 
the incentive distribution site and the site will send the event information (i.e., the 
action and the result of the action) to the preference detector system 37. For example, 
the event information may be the search performed and the search results returned for a 
search conducted by a search engine at a portal site since this information may be used 
to generate brand preference records as described below. The preference detector 
system 38 may receive the event information and generate a brand preference record, 
as described below, based on the event information. The brand preference records may 
be forwarded on to the incentive generator 22, which may determine an appropriate 
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incentive to distribute to the consumer based on the brand preference record as 
described below. The preference detector 37 may send messages to the incentive 
generator 22 in a variety of different manners, such as over the Internet, between co- 
located computers, or between processes in the same software application depending 
5 on the actual location of the preference detector 37. The incentive generator may then 
send the appropriate incentive 27 back through the preference detector 37 to the site 
30, 36 so that the site may display the appropriate graphic, banner or the like, to alert 
the consumer to the incentive being offered. 

The incentive generator 22 may be co-located at the incentive service site, such 
10 as a shopping service site, or with a secondary service with or without the brand 

detector software. The preference detector 37, with or without the incentive generator 
22, may also be located in a piece of consumer software at a browser, in a TV cable 
box, inside a personal appliance, such as a PDA or cell phone, or in a device attached 
to a supermarket or retail store shelf. The incentive generator 22 and the preference 
1 5 detector 37 may also be software applications installed on a CD-ROM and these 
software applications may be executed by a consumer's home personal computer. 
Thus, although the incentive generator 22 in Figure 2 is portrayed as being remote 
from the brand detector software, there may be sound technology and business reasons 
to co-locate the preference detector 37 and incentive generator along with busy 
20 consumer sites, such as a portal or a comparison shopping system. Now, another 
embodiment of the electronic incentive system will be described. 
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Figure 3 is a block diagram illustrating another embodiment of the electronic 
incentive system 20 in which the incentive generator 22 and the preference detector 37 
may be integrated into an incentive distribution site, such as a consumer shopping 
service 30, 36, with a minimum amount of disturbance to their site. For this 
embodiment, like reference numerals refer to like systems which will not be described 
here. To accomplish the easy integration, the preference detector 37 may be separated 
into a preference detector 37 and an event preprocessor 38 which is attached to an 
event to brand translation database 39. The event preprocessor, using the database 39, 
may receive incoming event information from the site and generate brand information 
based on the event information. For example, the pre-processor 38 may be a simple 
look-up table where event information, such as predetermined universal resource 
locators (URLs) visited by the consumer, are translated into brand information. This 
embodiment may work well in a product review site wherein the pages are product 
reviews from a magazine but published on-line. In this embodiment, the database 39 
may contain a series of records of the form: URL, n, ((b„$l),(b 2 $2). . .(b n ,$n)) where n 
is the number of brands appearing on the page, bj is the name of brand i, and $i is the 
value of the products being described for that brand. 

In an example of an incentive distribution site, such as a product review site, as 

described below with reference to Figures 17A-17H, at which a consumer may be 

browsing for a scanner, the database 39 may look like: 

/scanners98/edchoice.html 3,(HP,400),(Visioneer,200),(Epson,700)) 
/scanners98/rev7.html 1,(HP,600) 
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/scanners98/revl 7.html 1 ,(Visioneer,200) 

In this example, every product review page could have a reference to one or 
more brands. Then, every time the consumer goes to a new page, the product review 
site may generate event information, such as (Current URL, Next URL, TimeStamp, 
5 User Cookie Reference). The preprocessor 38 may then translate the URL references 
in the event information into brand information events and the preference detector 37 
may then review the sequence of brand information events for a given consumer and 
create the appropriate brand preference record resulting in an incentive delivery in the 
method previously described. 

10 In a variation of the second embodiment of the invention in which URL 

information may be used to determine a brand preference, the brand preference 
detector 37 may be a client software application which may be, for example, executed 
by the consumer's personal computer outside of the consumer's browser, or executed 
within the browser application since it may be a signed Java applet, an ActiveX control 

15 or a plug-in. For a consumer, the preference detector 37 may then become a shopping 
assistance tool which may monitor the current URL of the browser and display 
incentive information in a separate window as products are displayed with associated 
incentives. For example, when the consumer activates the preference detector 37 and 
begins shopping for a color printer, the preference detector 37 may display incentives 

20 to the consumer if the merchant, manufacturer, comparison shopping, or consumer 

reports sites are recognized by the detector. For instance, if the consumer visits NECX 
for a printer, the preference detector 37 may display a rebate coupon from the category 
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owner in a separate window next to the browser or as a separate frame within the 
browser. Now, a third embodiment of the invention will be described. 

Figure 4 is a block diagram illustrating a third embodiment of the electronic 
incentive system which may be referred to as a retail store system 40. The retail store 
system 40 may include the preference detector 37, the event to brand translation 
database 39, the incentive generator 22 and the database 23 as described above. In this 
embodiment, the preference detector 37, the database 39, the incentive generator 22 
and its associated database 23 may be co-located together at some location which is 
remote to a handheld digital device 42 which a consumer may bring into a retail store, 
for example, to obtain incentives based upon the consumer's browsing in the retail 
store. The handheld digital device or appliance may be, for example, a Palm 
Computing Palm m device with a wireless modem attached. Thus, the consumer 
carries the digital appliance that is connected through an infrared (JR.), radio or cellular 
link, such as the wireless modem, to a network which provides product or shopping 
services. As the consumer walks through the store, merchandise and products of 
various brands are presented to the consumer. In the simplest incentive distribution 
case, the consumer may enter a product identification information, such as SKU 
number, product and brand name etc., into the digital appliance in order to possibly 
receive product, pricing information or an incentive. In a more elaborate embodiment, 
the digital appliance 42 may include a barcode scanner, which may be used to scan the 
barcodes on product cartons, in order to obtain product identity information which may 
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then be used for requesting product information or for determining an appropriate 
incentive. In yet another more elaborate embodiment, the digital appliance 42 may be 
pointed at the retail store shelf at a particular location so that various product 
information may be uploaded electronically into the digital appliance 42 so that 
5 product information may be requested or an appropriate incentive may be distributed. 

Once the product information is received by the digital appliance 42, the digital 
appliance 42 may then communicate with a shopping service or product service to 
retrieve additional information about that product. The additional information may 
include, for example, references to a manufacturer's recommended price, street price 

10 information, and summaries of product reviews which may, for example, indicate the 
value of the product or the reliability of the product being displayed. Each time a 
consumer takes an action which results in product information being loaded into the 
appliance, a consumer event may be recorded and a series of these consumer events 
may result in the generation of brand preference records on the appliance with an 

1 5 integrated brand preference detector 37 or on a connected but remote shopping service 
with the brand preference detector 37. Then, as described below in more detail, it is 
possible to distribute an incentive to the consumer based on the brand preference 
records. In a variation of this retail store embodiment, an appropriate incentive, as 
determined by the incentive generator 22, may be downloaded electronically into the 

20 digital appliance for use during the checkout process in the retail store. Now, an 
example of a process which may be carried out on the brand preference records and 
data stored in the electronic incentive system will be described. 
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The preference detector 37 collects a consumer's information such as interested 
products, preferred brand(s), price range and favorite merchant(s) for a particular 
product group. By storing this information in a central database, the electronic 
incentive system may perform well-known data mining processes on the information 
collected over a period of time. The data mining results may be organized in a variety 
of different reports for manufacturers, merchants and/or consumers. An example of a 
report may be a report which lists the brand preferences of consumers in a product 
category and sub-category (e.g., 56% of all consumers prefer Sony in the consumer 
electronics category and 23% prefer Sony in the TV sub-category). Other examples 
are a report about the price preference of consumers in a particular product sub- 
category (e.g., 60% of consumers prefers TV in the range of $300-$500). Another 
example is a report about the preferred merchants for consumers in a particular product 
category and sub-category (e.g., 70% of consumers shops with Crutchfield when 
buying consumer electronics) or a report about the effectiveness of a promotion (e.g., 
the number of incentives presented to consumers vs. the number of incentives that 
actually get redeemed). Another more complex example of a report would be an 
analysis of preference patterns at comparison shopping sites and a measuring of the 
effectiveness of various banner ad campaigns and incentive campaigns in changing 
these preference patterns. 

Once the data mining has been performed, these reports, for manufacturers, 
may provide the manufacturers with better control of allocating the promotions budget 
so that the manufacturer may, for example, concentrate promotions on the most 



PCT/US99/28105 



19 



WO 00/33222 ( ) 

popular site of a product category. In addition, mailing lists may be generated for 
targeting specific groups of an audience. For merchants, the reports may provide 
better inventory control due to the brand preference information or permit the 
merchants to perform competitive analysis. For example, Circuit City may want to 
5 find out why most consumers buy from Crutchfield on consumer electronics products. 
The information may also be used to generate merchant mailing lists for targeting 
specific groups of audience. For consumers, the information may permit the consumer 
to find out which are the popular merchants for a particular product category or sub- 
category so that the consumer may buy with confidence from those merchants. 

10 In addition to the embodiments described, the electronic incentive system may 

also be used to generate and distribute merchant brand incentives. This may typically 
occur in markets in which products, such as books or CDs for example, may be 
purchased from various different merchants and a particular merchant wants to try to 
convince a consumer to buy the product from their site instead of the competing site. 

1 5 Now, an example of an incentive service which incorporates the incentive generator in 
accordance with the invention will be described. 

Figure 5 is a block diagram illustrating an example of an incentive service 46 
which may incorporate the incentive generator 22 in accordance with the invention. As 
shown, the service 46 may be accessed by a consumer who is, for example, using a 
20 conventional WWW browser software application 47 to access information at the 

comparison shopping site 36 through a portal site 30. To capture the preferences of the 
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consumer at the comparison shopping site and to distribute the incentives to the 
consumer, the incentive generator 22 may include a software application 48, such as a 
preference detector, embedded within the portal 30. The software application 48 
permits a variety of different web-based services to incorporate the electronic incentive 
system in accordance with the invention. The software application 44 may provide a 
secure communication channel with the incentive generator 22 over the Internet. As it 
typical, the portal 30 may be connected to the comparison shopping service 36 which is 
in turn connected to one or more store search interfaces 49. As shown in Figure 2, the 
electronic incentive system in accordance with the invention may be easily integrated 
into an existing service. 

In operation, when the consumer accesses the comparison shopping site and 
selects a particular product, the comparison shopping service uses the store search 
interfaces 46 to access information (e.g., price, brand and features) about the products 
in which the consumer is interested. Once the consumer selects one or more particular 
brands of the product, the consumer is shown more details about these selections and 
information about the selections are also communicated back to the incentive 
generator 22 by the software application 48 so that the incentive generator can 
determine whether or not an incentive should be issued to the consumer. For example, 
if the consumer selects a single brand and the incentive generator can only offer 
incentives for that brand, the incentive generator may not issue any incentive since the 
consumer is already interested in the brand with an incentive. On the other hand, if the 
consumer has selected 5 different brands, none of which are the brand with an 
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incentive, the incentive generator 22 may distribute a large incentive to the consumer 
in an attempt to convince the consumer to change brands. Thus, in accordance with the 
invention, the level of incentive provided to a consumer (e.g., from no incentive to a 
high incentive ) varies depending upon the consumer's selections. In the context of the 
5 WWW-based system, the incentive may be a banner which indicates to the consumer 
that the consumer may receive an incentive, such as, for example, a discount of 30% 
for purchasing a particular brand. Now, an example of the electronic incentive system 
incorporated into a brand incentive service will be described. 

Figure 6 is a block diagram illustrating an example of a brand incentive system 
10 50 which may incorporate the electronic incentive system 20 in accordance with the 
invention. In the brand incentive system, sales managers may assign rules and 
parameters for incentive creation and delivery to each product category so that the 
incentive generator may determine the level of incentives distributed to each consumer. 
Thus, the brand incentive system may include the comparison shopping service 36 
15 which includes the integrated software application 48 which records the brand 

preferences of consumers at the comparison shopping service and communicates the 
preferences back to the incentive generator 22. The incentive generator 22 then 
determines the incentive which may be provided to the consumer as described above. 
To permit a sales manager to enter information about an incentive for a particular 
20 product in a particular category, the system 50 may include a sales manager browser 
application 52 which may be connected, via the Internet, to a manufacturer interface 
54. The manufacturer interface provides the manager with an interface to provide 
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information about the incentive program for a particular product or product category. 
In particular, the sales manager may specify a set of price adjustments, coupons and 
special offers that can be highly targeted to a particular consumer since the targeted 
consumers are those consumers who are identified to be buying in the required sub- 
category by the software application 48. 

The incentive information entered by the sales manager for a particular brand 
may be stored in a brand incentive database 56 using a brand database interface 58. As 
described above, the degree or amount of the incentive or offer given to a particular 
consumer may be adjusted according to the degree of interest that the consumer has 
expressed in the brand or merchant during the comparative shopping process. To 
determine the actual incentive distributed to a particular consumer, an incentive 
assignment engine 60 is connected to the incentive generator 22 and the brand 
incentive database 56. The incentive assignment engine may be a rules based search 
engine which, based upon the preferences of the consumer as recorded by the software 
application 48, and based on the rules applied for the product category recorded by the 
manufacturer's interface 54 determines the appropriate type and amount of incentive 
for a particular consumer. Thus, the incentive assignment engine permits a large 
amount of flexibility in matching incentives with consumer behavior. The incentive 
generator 22 may or may not distribute an incentive to the consumer as determined by 
the Incentive Assignment Engine 60. Using the brand incentive system 50, a brand 
manager or sales manager may enter incentive programs into the brand incentive 
database 56 for a particular product category. In a brand switching campaign, when a 
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different brand from the same product category is selected by a consumer, the incentive 
generator 22 may offer an incentive to the consumer to select the brand owned by the 
particular sales manager. In an upsell campaign, the incentive generator 22 may issue 
an incentive to the consumer even when he has selected the preferred brand. In a cross 
5 sell campaign, the incentive generator 22 may issue an incentive for related items. 
Thus, a brand manager or sales manager may have incentives for its products 
distributed by the electronic incentive system in accordance with the invention. Now, 
a merchant incentive system which incorporates the electronic incentive system will be 
described. 

10 Figure 7 is a block diagram illustrating an example of a merchant incentive 

system 70 which may incorporate the electronic incentive system in accordance with 
the invention and permits, for example, a merchant to distribute incentives to a 
consumer of a comparison shopping service 36. To permit the merchant to provide 
incentive program information for one or more products to the incentive generator 22, 

15 the system 70 may include a merchant browser software application 72 which 
interfaces with a merchant interface 74. The merchant interface may permit the 
merchant to enter incentive program information, such as a set of price adjustments, 
coupons and special offers, that can be highly targeted to a particular consumer since 
the targeted consumers are those consumers who are identified to be buying in the 

20 required sub-category by the software application 48. The incentive program 
information may be stored in a merchant incentive database 76 using a merchant 
database interface 78. As with the system described in Figure 6, the merchant 
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incentive database information may be searched by the incentive assignment engine 60 
which determines the appropriate incentive to distribute to a particular consumer based 
on the preferences of the consumer. Using this system, a merchant may provide, for 
example, discounted prices on a particular product or other merchant incentives. Now, 
a comparison shopping system which incorporates the electronic incentive system will 
be described. 

Figure 8 is a block diagram illustrating an example of a comparison shopping 
system 80 in accordance with the invention. As shown, the comparison shopping 
system 80 may include a WWW site 82 which includes one or more services, such as a 
merchant self-serve service 84, a comparison shopping service 86 and a service 
administrator service 88. Each of these services may be accessed over the Internet by 
the appropriate person through one or more browser software applications, such as a 
merchant browser 90, a consumer browser 92 and a service manager browser 94. 
Thus, a merchant may add, remove, change an incentive program or add special 
discount offers not covered by the incentive generator using the merchant self-serve 
service 84, a consumer may browse for a product and possibly receive an incentive 
using the comparison shopping service 86 and a service manager may ensure that the 
site 82 is properly functioning using the service administrator service 88. To permit 
the operation of the site 82 to be monitored and to permit billing to occur, the merchant 
self-serve service 84 and the comparison shopping service 86 may be connected to the 
service administration service 88. To accomplish billing and tracking of preferences, 
the service administrator 88 may be connected to a billing and logging database 96. 
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To accomplish the addition, removal or updating of an incentive program by 
the merchant or to permit the merchant to view other products, the merchant self-serve 
service 84 may be connected to a database interface 98 which is in turn connected to a 
self-serve search catalog 100. To permit comparison shopping, the comparison 
5 shopping service 86 may be connected to the database interface 98 and to one or more 
merchant stores 102. The merchant stores may include a store search interface 104 and 
a web store 106. To log and bill for products bought from the merchant store, the 
merchant store is connected to the billing and logging database 96. Using this system 
80, a variety of different people may seamlessly access the services of the comparison 
10 shopping service integrated with the electronic incentive system. Now, an incentive 
promotions systems will be described. 

Figure 9 is a block diagram illustrating an example of an incentive promotions 
system 1 10 in accordance with the invention. The system 110 may include a 
comparison shopping site 112 which a consumer may access through the Internet using 

15 a browser software application 1 14. When the consumer accesses a particular category 
of products, a webstore 116 may be searched and send data back to the comparison 
shopper containing information about the category of products. As the consumer 
selects a particular brand or product, a self-serve search catalog 1 1 8 may search for 
item price links to the product to determine the price of the product. The information 

20 about a consumer's search for a particular product or brand may also be forwarded to 
an electronic incentive system 120. The electronic incentive system 120 may include 
an incentive engine 122 which determines whether or not an incentive is going to be 
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distributed to the consumer based on the consumer's preferences. To determine if an 
incentive is going to be distributed, the incentive engine 122 may compare an item 
price link to an offer database (DB) 124 and issue a incentive, such as a coupon 126 or 
a rebate 128 if a match occurs as described below in more detail. The coupon or rebate 
may be forwarded onto the web store 1 16 so that the incentive may be applied to the 
consumer's purchase. Various information about each transaction, such as the 
consumer's identification, his products choices, the incentive distributed, etc., may be 
stored in a transaction log database 130. The information in the transaction log 
database may be used for end of the day processing and for coupon and rebate 
processing. Thus, as shown, the electronic incentive system in accordance with the 
invention may be integrated seamlessly into a comparison shopping system. Now, a 
system which includes both comparison shopping and incentive promotions in 
accordance with the invention will be described. 

Figure 10 is a block diagram illustrating an example of an incentive 
promotions/comparison shopping system 140 in accordance with the invention. In this 
example, both a consumer and a merchant may access various services using, for 
example, a conventional browser application 142, 144 over the Internet. The user 
interface provided to the consumer and the merchant, however, may vary depending on 
the needs of the consumer and the merchant. Both browsers may connect to a web site 
146 which may include a comparison shopping service 148 which the consumer 
accesses and a merchant self-serve service 150 which the merchant accesses. To 
perform the comparison shopping functions, the comparison shopping service 148 may 



27 



WO 00/33222 ( ) 



PCT/US99/28105 



be connected to a webstore 152, a merchant comparison shopping website 154, such as 
JungleE, and a price self-search database 156. The comparison shopping website 154 
may be further connected to one or more webstores 158, 160 from which product 
information and pricing is obtained . 

5 Any time that the consumer selects particular brands from a group of brands, 

the preference detector software application which is integrated into the website 146, 
as described above, records the consumer's brand preferences which may be used to 
determine an appropriate incentive to distribute to the consumer as described below. 
The software which performs the brand preference recording is the brand preference 

10 detector. Thus, the consumer's search results are fed into an incentive site 1 62 which 
may include an incentive engine for determining an appropriate incentive, if any, to 
distribute to a particular consumer. To determine an appropriate incentive, the 
incentive engine may compare the brand preferences of the consumer to an offer 
database (DB) 164 and a particular incentive, such as a coupon, may be selected if 

15 there is a match between the brand preference and an offer in the offer DB. The other 
manner is which an incentive may be selected is for the incentive site 162 to forward 
the brand preference information to an associated webstore 166 which may then return 
an incentive, such as a rebate, to the incentive engine. For example, when a customer 
selects a particular brand, the webstore 166 may have a chance to convince the 

20 consumer that the product should be purchased from his website by offering a rebate. 
In addition to selecting an appropriate incentive, the incentive site 162 may also 
generate transactions records which may be stored in a transaction log database 168. 
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The information in the transaction log database may be used for end of the day 
processing and coupon/rebate processing. Now, the overall method for distributing an 
incentive to a consumer in accordance with the invention will be described. 

Figure 1 1 is a flowchart illustrating an example of a method 180 for electronic 
incentive distribution for a particular consumer in accordance with the invention. As 
described above, the method 180 distributes an incentive to the consumer prior to the 
consumer making a purchase to entice the consumer to switch brands, for example. 
The steps of this method are carried out by systems and software applications located 
at various different locations. In step 182, as a consumer browses through products on 
an incentive distribution site, such as a comparison shopping site, or any other site, a 
consumer's preferences are recorded by a software application. The process for 
recording the brand preferences of the consumer will be described below with 
reference to Figure 12. 

The brand preference information about the particular consumer is then 
transferred to a brand preference detector software application at the incentive 
distribution site which generates the brand preference record(s) as described below. 
The brand preference detector then requests an incentive from the incentive site by 
communicating the brand preference records to the incentive site in step 1 84. The 
incentive site, in step 186, determines and selects an appropriate incentive to distribute 
to the particular consumer based on the recorded consumer brand preference 
information. In step 188, the selected incentive may be communicated back to the 
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incentive distribution site, and the incentive is distributed to the consumer. For 
example, once an incentive has been selected, a banner advertisement with the 
incentive may pop up on the web page currently being viewed by the consumer using 
browser software or a selectable graphic or hypertext link may appear on the web page 
5 next to the brand which is offering the consumer an incentive. The method may also 
support the redemption of the incentives by, for example, sending an e-mail to the 
consumer with the rebate which may be printed, filled out and sent in by the consumer 
or by adjusting the price of the product based on the incentive at check-out. The 
method for electronically distributing an incentive has now been completed. Now, a 
1 0 method for recording the preferences of a consumer will be described. 

Figure 12 is flowchart illustrating an example of a method 190 for recording a 
consumer's preference in accordance with the invention. As described above, a 
software application which may be integrated into an incentive distribution site 
monitors/observes a consumer's behavior at one or more incentive distribution sites, 
1 5 such as Internet web sites. The incentive generator may then use this recorded 

consumer behavior to assign a corresponding numerical value that enables the incentive 
system to determine the probability of a particular brand selection in a subsequent 
purchase. The probability may be used to determine an appropriate incentive, if any, to 
distribute to the consumer. 

20 There are several types of consumer behaviors that may be monitored in this 

way. Each type of monitored consumer behavior may generate a brand preference 
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record, which is then subsequently transmitted to the incentive service. This record 
may be transmitted along with a request for an incentive or may be sent independently. 
In one embodiment of the invention, a cookie may be placed in the consumer's 
browser software application to establish a common thread to track a consumer 
through a series of linked sites and operations. At each site or operation, a preference 
record for the consumer may be generated so the incentive system builds up an 
increasingly accurate picture of the consumer's desires and preferences. 

To record a consumer's preferences, in step 192, the software application may 
gather information about a consumer's behaviors and brand preferences based on the 
actions of the consumer. Several examples of the recording of the preferences of the 
consumer will be described below. Once the preferences of the consumer are recorded, 
a preference record is generated in step 194 which contains all of the preferences 
chosen during a particular shopping session. For each additional shopping session at 
the same site or a different site, another preference record may be generated to produce 
an accurate picture of the preferences of a consumer. Now, several examples of the 
recording of the preference information and the generating of the preference record 
will be provided to help in understanding the process. 

For this example, the recording of preference information during a comparison 
shopping site transaction will be described. In a comparison shopping site, for 
example, the consumer may initially selects a product category (such as consumer 
electronics), a product sub category (such as digital video disk (DVD) players) and 
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possibly other additional selection criteria depending on the particular shopping site in 
question. The consumer may then activate a search through one or more merchant 
sites to obtain additional product related information about a particular product, such as 
a product brand, a model or item number, a price, a link to product reviews, a link to 
5 product descriptions, or a link to the webstore's check-out system for purchase of a 
particular product. 

In one embodiment of the invention, the process of recording the preference of 
a consumer may be divided into a 2 stage process where the consumer is first given a 
list of product information, such as a product brand, a model or item number and a 
10 price (the 1 st round viewing). The consumer is then asked to identify products, from 
the list, which are of further interest to him (the 2 nd round viewing) before receiving the 
additional product information, such as a link to product reviews, a link to product 
descriptions or a link to the webstore check-out system for purchase of the particular 
product. 

1 5 The objective is to collect quantitative information about the brands being 

presented to the consumer and then to measure how the consumer defines/chooses a 

preferred subset of these brands. To estimate the likelihood that the consumer will 

chose a particular brand, a variety of consumer information may be collected. For 

example, the method may record the following information: 

20 N = the total number of items selected for the 1st round viewing 

n = a total number of brands available for 1 st round viewing 
b„b 2 . . .b n = a label for each brand 
n2 = total number of brands selected in 2 nd round viewing 
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C = sum of purchase price of all items selected for 2 nd round viewing. 

R = sum of purchase price of all items present in I s ' round 

Mb n = total number of items of brand b selected for 2 nd round viewing (this 

value may be 0 if the brand is not selected) 

Nb n = total number of items of brand b present in I s ' round 

Cb n — sum of sale price of all items of brand b selected for 2"'' round viewing 

(this value may also be 0 if the brand is not selected) 

Rb n = sum of sale price of all items of brand b present in 1 st round 

The result of this process is a brand preference record. A brand preference 

record may consist of, for example, the following data structure: 

(N, n, n2, C, R, 

(b„ Mb,, Nb„ Cb„ Rb,) , 

(b 2 ,Mb 2 ,Nb 2 ,Cb 2 ,Rb 2 )... 

(b„, Mb n , Nb„, Cb n , RbJ). 

This brand preference record is the key component in the "request for an 

incentive" method as described below. Now, several examples of actual brand 

preference records which may be generated will be described in which different 

consumer behavior may generate different brand preference records. 

Figure 13 is a screen shot showing a consumer's browser application currently 
viewing a typical comparison shopping site web page which may display one or more 
product descriptions which may include, for example, a brand, a model section, a store 
that is selling the brand and the price of the brand. In this particular example, the 
consumer is interested in a video equipment product category and in a DVD product 
sub-category so the web page displays a number of different DVD players for the 
consumer to review and possibly select. This screen would represent the first round 
viewing, as described above, in which the consumer selects the brands which he is 
interested in to get more information about the particular brand or brands. For 
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purposes of the examples here, assume that there are a total of fifteen DVD players 
listed (although not all of them are currently being viewed) and assume that one of the 
DVD players not shown is made by Pioneer. As shown by the brand preference record 
below there may be five Sony models, five Toshiba models, two Pioneer models, and 
5 three Panasonic models. 

If the consumer only selects the DVP-S3000 Sony model from the list, then the 

resultant brand preference record may look like: 

15,4,1,449.95,8147.75 (N,n,n2,C,R) 

Sony,l, 5, 449.95, 3077.95 (b„ Mb,, Nb„ Cb„ Rb,) 

10 Toshiba^, 5, 0.0, 2399.85 (b 2 , Mb 2 , Nb 2 , Cb 2 , Rb 2 ) . . . 

Pioneer,0, 2, 0.0, 1310.00 Ov,, Mb^Nb..,, Cb„.„ Rb,,.,) 

Panasonic^, 3, 0.0, 1359.95 (b„, Mb n , Nb m Cb n , RbJ) 



If, on the other hand, the consumer selects a Toshiba and a Panasonic DVD 

15 player from the list of fifteen DVD players displayed, the resultant brand preference 

record may look like: 

15,4,2,879.90,8147.75 (N,n,n2,C,R) 

Sony, 0, 5, 0.0, 3077.95 (b„ Mb,, Nb„ Cb„ Rb,) 

20 Toshiba, 1, 5, 359.95, 2399.85 (b 2 , Mb 2 , Nb 2 , Cb 2 , Rb^ . . . 

Pioneer.0, 2, 0.0, 1310.00 (b n .„ Mb n .„Nb n .„ Cb n .„ Rb„.,) 

Panasonic,!, 3, 519.95, 1359.95 (b n , Mb n , Nb n , Cb„, RbJ) 



Finally, if the consumer selects three DVD players which include one Sony, 
25 one Toshiba and one Panasonic, the resultant brand preference record may be: 
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15, 4, 3, 1329.85, 8147.75 



(N, n, n2, C, R, 



Sony,l, 5, 449.95, 3077.95 



(b„ Mb,, Nb„ Cb„Rb,) 



Toshiba, 1, 5, 359.95, 2399.85 (b 2 , Mb 2 , Nb 2) Cb 2 , Rb 2 ) . . . 
Pioneer,0, 2, 0.0, 1310.00 (b n .„ Mb^Nb,,.,, Cb n .„ Rb n ,) 

Panasonic,l, 3, 519.95, 1359.95 (b n , Mb n , Nb„, Cb„, RbJ) 

In another embodiment of the invention, instead of providing a first and second 
viewing of the products as described above, the brand preference detector method may 
track visits to web sites external to the current incentive distribution site, such as the 
comparison shopping site in these examples. Therefore, the consumer preference 
detector software performs a simpler task, and the electronic incentive system and 
method in accordance with the invention may rely upon multiple consecutive brand 
preference records of the same type to determine the consumer's preference. In this 
embodiment, the impact to the consumer flow at a comparison shopping network is 
minimized while permitting the monitoring of flow into and out of the comparison 
shopping service to different stores and other sites. 

In this embodiment, the I s ' stage viewing shows the consumer a complete set of 
information displayed to the consumer and the consumer can chose immediately to 
jump out to a store or product description. In this case, we treat the consumer as if he 
decided on this one item as his single choice for a second stage and create the 
appropriate brand preference record as described above. By placing a cookie in the 
browser, it is possible to track a series of such actions in cases where the consumer 
moves in and out of the comparison shopping service and generate a brand preference 
record for each action. 
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Another method may be to combine the successive brand preference records 
into a single brand preference record by treating each selection and jump out to a 
product site as if it was a single entry in the 2 nd round viewing of the previous section. 
Therefore, if a consumer jumped out first to the product site for the I s ' Toshiba choice, 
and then out to the product site for the I s ' Panasonic choice, the separate brand 
preference records and then the combined brand preference record are set forth below. 
After the consumer jumps to the product site for the Toshiba DVD, the brand 
preference record may be: 



After the consumer jumps to the Panasonic product site, the brand preference 
record may be: 



Panasonic,l, 3, 519.95, 1359.95 (b„, Mb„, Nb„, Cb„, RbJ) 

Combining the two above brand preference records in accordance with this 
embodiment of the invention would result in a brand reference record identical to the 
one generated when both the Toshiba and Panasonic products are selected to be viewed 
by the user. This method has the advantage of allowing the normal consumer shopping 
flow to take place undisturbed. It does, however, rely on the consumer to return and 



15, 4, 1,359.95,8147.75 
Sony, 0, 5, 0.0, 3077.95 



(N, n, n2, C, R) 

(b„ Mb,, Nb„ Cb„ Rb,) 

(b2, Mb2, Nb2, Cb2, Rb2) . . . 

(b B .„Mb n . I ,Nb n . 1 ,Cb I1 . I ,Rb I1 . 1 ) 

(b„, Mb„, Nb n , Cb n , RbJ) 



Toshiba,l, 5, 359.95, 2399.85 
Pioneer,0, 2, 0.0, 1310.00 
Panasonic,0, 3, 0.0, 1350.95 



15,4, 1,519.95,8147.75 
Sony,0, 5, 0.0, 3077.95 
Toshiba,0, 5, 0.0, 2399.85 
Pioneer,0,2, 0.0, 1310.00 



(N, n, n2, C, R) 
(b„ Mb,, Nb„ Cb„ Rb,) 
(b 2 , Mb 2 , Nb 2 , Cb 2 ,Rb 2 ) ... 
(b D . ] ,Mb n .„Nb n .„Cb n .„Rb n .,) 



36 



WO 00/33222 (2) V J 



PCT/US99/28W5 



repeat actions several times to build up as detailed a picture as the previous method. 
Now, an example of recording consumer brand preference data in the context of a 
product review site will be described. 

The product review example is similar to the above comparison shopping 
example except that the presentation of information to the consumer has less structure 
and the sequence of operations will typically take place all in one site. For example, 
consider a consumer trying to choose a scanner. Once the consumer has indicated an 
interest in scanners, the product review site may list, on a 2 nd screen, the editors choice 
brands which may include an HP, a Visioneer and an Epson scanner. If the user links 
to the HP review page we treat this action as an action in favor of HP and the brand 
preference record may look like: 



3,3,1,400.00,1300.00 (N, n, n2, C, R) 

HP,1, 1, 400.00, 400 (b„ Mb,, Nb„ Cb„ Rb,) 

Visioneer,0, 1, 0.0, 200 (b 2 , Mb 2 , Nb 2 , Cb 2 , Rb 2 ) . . 

Epson, 0, 1 , 0.0, 700 (b n , Mb„, Nb n , Cb n , RbJ) 



If the user then links to the Visioneer product review page, the brand preference 

record may look like: 

3, 3, 1, 400.00, 1300.00 (N, n, n2, C, R) 

HP,0, 1, 0.0, 400 (b„ Mb,, Nb„ Cb„ Rb,) 

Visioneer, 1 , 1 , 1 70.0, 200 (b 2 , Mb 2 , Nb 2 , Cb 2 , Rb 2 ) . . . 

Epson, 0, 1 , 0.0, 700 (b n , Mb n , Nb n , Cb„, RbJ) 

These two brand preference records, as described above, may be combined to 

form the following brand preference record: 
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3, 3, 2, 570.00, 1300.00 (N, n, n2, C, R) 

HP,1, 1, 400.0, 400 (b„ Mb,, Nb„ Cb„ Rb,) 

Visioneer,l, 1, 170.0, 200 (b 2 , Mb 2 , Nb 2 , Cb 2 , Rb 2 ) . . . 

5 Epson, 0, 1 , 0.0, 700 (b n) Mb n , Nb n , Cb n , RbJ) 

As the consumer explores other product review sites, these brand preference 

records may be accumulated in order to determine if an incentive should be given to 

the consumer. The numbers may be altered significantly if the user went to the full 

product index and started working from there, but the basic concept of recording the 

1 0 brand preferences of the consumer is the same. 

Based on the above brand preference records, a numerical representation of 
consumer preference may be calculated which can be assigned to brands in general or 
to brands within a product sub-category to determine if an incentive is going to be 
distributed to a consumer. In the above examples, we have concentrated on collecting 

15 information, such as the number of selections made by the consumer and the product 
price. The invention may be expanded to incorporate other types of consumer behavior 
information, such as number of clicks on a brand description, text or bitmap items, user 
entered preference scores ( e.g., score this brand out of the ten shown versus the other 
brands), an amount of time spent at a brand description, text or bitmap, or a size of 

20 brand information ( text or bitmap). Now, a method in accordance with the invention 
for requesting an incentive will be described. 

Figure 14 is flowchart illustrating an example of a method 200 for requesting 
an incentive. In order to request an incentive for a consumer, the software application, 
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which may be embedded within the incentive distribution site, such as a portal, 
comparison shopping site or Internet Store, must first prepare one or more brand 
preference records to the electronic incentive system over the Internet. Thus, in step 
202, the software application generates an incentive request message which may 
include one or more brand preference records or may be sent subsequent to one or 
more messages containing brand preference records. The incentive request message 
may contain, for example, client identity information, an identification of the particular 
incentive distribution site, a version and identity of consumer preference detector 
software application, the type of incentives which can be received by the particular 
incentive distribution site ( e.g., coupons, rebates, banner ads, etc.), a unique to 
incentive system cookie reference number for consumer reference (this may be 
obtained from an incentive system reference number server if the consumer does not 
already have one), a product Category and sub-category identification, a type of brand 
preference record being sent and one or more brand preference records. Once the 
incentive system has determined the appropriate incentive, if any, the incentive 
distribution site, in step 204, receives an incentive response. In step 206, it is 
determined, based on the received response, whether an incentive is available. If an 
incentive is available, then in step 208, the incentive distribution site generates an 
appropriate incentive, such as a banner advertisement with the incentive so that the 
consumer may choose that incentive. If no incentive is available or if the incentive has 
already been distributed and displayed, then the method for requesting an incentive is 
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completed. Now, a method for determining an incentive to deliver to a particular 
consumer in accordance with the invention will be described. 

Figure 15 is flowchart illustrating an example of a method for determining an 
incentive to deliver to a consumer. The method for determining the incentive may be 
5 carried out by a rule-based engine which determines which incentive to offer in 

response to an incentive request message. Although a very complex rule engine which 
uses complex rules may be used in accordance with the invention, a simpler rule 
engine will be described here. 

In step 222, the engine may identify, from the product category and sub- 
10 category information in the incentive request, which brand (if any) is the owner of that 
category. Next, in step 224, a number of different probability calculations are 
performed which estimate the likelihood that the consumer will chose the brand for 
which an incentive is available. The actual calculations used may depend on the actual 
incentive policy of the brand manager. A simple form of the probability expression 
1 5 may be of the form: 

Brand Selection Probability =sum of preference measures of brand 

sum of preference measures of all brands 

such as, for example, (l/n2) based on brands selected for 2 nd round viewing, (Mb/M) 

based of number of items reaching 2 nd round viewing, (Cb/C) based on the value of 

20 items reaching 2 nd round viewing, (Mb/N) when the consumer keeps going back to 

stage I list or (Cb/R). 
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The collection of all of these probabilities may be referred to as the brand 
probability vector, and this vector would be updated for each consumer session as new 
brand preference records arrive. The brand probability vector can be calculated for 
every brand encountered by the consumer and not just the preferred brand. This allows 
incentive levels to be determined from detailed consumer preferences. For example, a 
manufacturer of Brand X can offer brand switching incentives to consumers who have 
a high probability of buying Brand Y, and not offer any incentives to consumers who 
have a high probability of buying Brand Z. In accordance with the invention, other 
probabilities may be derived from the data collected in the brand preference records so 
that the brand preference vector may be extended to include these other probabilities. 
Once the probability vector has been determined, in step 226, the engine accesses a 
rule database which will determine the amount and size of the incentive to be offered 
and selects a rule. An example of a rule might be to identify where the consumer fits 
into the particular parameters (i.e., probability) and then select an appropriate 
incentive. For example, the rule may be (as shown in pseudocode): 
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If (Prob > 0.85) deliver an upsell incentive 

else if (prob>0.7) return no incentive 
if (prob<0.2) deliver a "desperate measures" incentive 
if (prob <0.5 ) offer discount valued at 20% recommended price 
5 else offer discount valued at 1 0% recommended price. 

Then, at step 228, the selected incentive, if any, is returned to the incentive 

distribution site so that it may be displayed to the consumer. In one embodiment, the 

rules engine may also contain rules which generate randomly generated incentives and 

other random elements, such as 

10 If(Prob > 0.85) deliver an upsell incentive to 50% of the customers randomly 

selected 

Now, several examples of the operation of a WWW-based electronic incentive 
system in accordance with the invention will be provided. 

Figures 16A - 161 are diagrams illustrating web pages displayed on a 

1 5 consumer's browser application as the consumer browses through a comparison 

shopping site and receives an incentive in accordance with the invention. Thus, each 
successive web page shows what the consumer sees on his computer display as he 
navigates through the comparison shopping site. Thus, Figure 16A shows the web 
page that is displayed to the consumer when he enters the comparison shopping site. 

20 From the product areas shown in Figure 16A, the consumer may select, for example, 
video equipment and the web page shown in Figure 16B is then displayed. This web 
page permits the consumer to select a product sub-category, such as DVD players, as 
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shown. Once the sub-category is selected, the consumer may view the web page 
shown in Figure 16C which lists the products in the particular chosen category and 
sub-category, such as DVD players in this example, which are available for 
comparison. The web page may also display various information about each product, 
such as the model number, the manufacturer, the store where it can be purchased and 
the price. At this web page, the consumer may select one or more particular brands 
about which the consumer would like more details. For example, as shown in Figure 
16D, the consumer may select only a Sony brand DVD player. For this example, 
assume that the incentive distribution system has the ability to distribute incentives for 
Sony products, but not for the other brands listed. Since the consumer is only selecting 
the Sony brand, no incentive will be distributed since the consumer is already showing 
a preference for Sony and the consumer will see the web page shown in Figure 16E 
permitting the consumer to buy the Sony product. The consumer may also be able to 
request more information about the Sony product as shown on the web page in Figure 
16F. 

Returning to Figure 16C, if the consumer selects three different brands of DVD 
players, as shown in Figure 16G, and the incentive distribution system may distribute 
incentives for Sony products, then the consumer may receive an incentive to buy the 
Sony product instead of the other products, as shown in Figure 16H. The incentive 
may be delivered to the consumer in several different ways. For example, next to the 
price of the Sony product, there may be a graphic 230 indicating that the consumer will 
be given a 5% discount if he purchases the Sony product. As another example, a 
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banner advertisement 232 may be displayed which also indicates that the consumer 
will receive a 5% discount on any Sony products. These incentives delivered to the 
consumer directly on the comparison shopping site may convince the consumer to 
purchase the Sony product instead of the other competing brands. Instead of the single 
5 selected Sony product being shown to the consumer, as shown in Figure 161, the 
consumer may view all of the various Sony products available including more 
expensive models. As shown, each Sony model may have the graphic 230 indicating a 
5% discount and the page may have the banner advertisement 232. In the web page 
shown in Figure 161, the consumer is tempted to upgrade and buy a more expensive 

10 Sony model (known as an upsell). Thus, in accordance with the invention, the 
consumer at the comparison shopping site is pushed towards purchasing the Sony 
product due to the electronic incentive system which, in the background and invisible 
to the consumer, is offering the consumer an incentive to buy the Sony products. Now, 
another example of the electronic incentive system in a product review site will be 

15 described. 

Figures 17A - 17H are diagrams illustrating examples of web pages displayed 
on a consumer's browser application as the consumer browses through a product 
review site and receives an incentive in accordance with the invention. Thus, each 
successive web page shows what the consumer sees on his computer display as he 
20 navigates through the product review site. In this particular example, the consumer is 
shopping for a scanner and the electronic incentive system may distribute incentives 
for Visioneer scanners, but not HP or Epson scanners. Figure 17A is an example of a 
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web page which is displayed when the consumer enters the product review site, such as 
PC Magazine Online, browsing for a computer scanner. From this page, the consumer 
may select the editors' choices section by clicking on the hyperlink which takes the 
consumer to the web page shown in Figure 17B. As shown in Figure 17B, the editors' 
choices include a HP scanner, a Visioneer scanner and an Epson scanner along with 
text describing the choices by the editors. If the consumer, for example, clicks on the 
hyperlink to the HP scanner, the consumer may see the web page shown in Figure 17C 
which describes the HP scanner in more detail. From the consumer's choice to view 
the HP scanner page, the electronic incentive system may gather preference 
information about the consumer that he may prefer an HP product since he went to the 
HP product review first. 

Next, if the consumer returns to the editors' choice site as shown in Figure 
1 7D, he may then decide to look at the Visioneer scanner in more detail by clicking on 
the appropriate hyperlink. The consumer may then view the web page shown in Figure 
17E. Since the electronic incentive system may offer incentives for a Visioneer 
product and the consumer has already looked at the HP scanner, the electronic 
incentive system may cause a banner advertisement 240 to appear on the web page 
indicating to the consumer that there is a $30 mail-in rebate available for a Visioneer 
scanner. In this example, the incentive may be a mail-in rebate which may be sent to 
the consumer via e-mail. This incentive, in accordance with the invention, may cause 
the consumer to select the Visioneer product instead of the HP product. Next, the 
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consumer may elect to view different vendors who sell the Visioneer products in order 
to purchase the product and may view the web page shown in Figure 1 7F. 

Instead of purchasing the Visioneer product, assume that the consumer returns 
to the editors' choice web page as shown in Figure 17G and then selects more 
information about the HP scanner instead of the Visioneer scanner. The information 
about the HP scanner is shown in the web page of Figure 17H. In this web page, the 
electronic incentive system has inserted a banner advertisement 240 into the web page 
with an incentive to purchase a Visioneer product instead of the HP scanner. Since the 
consumer is currently viewing the HP scanner information, the incentive offered to the 
consumer may be larger than it would be if the consumer is looking at the Visioneer 
product already. Therefore, in this example, the consumer was offered a $30 mail-in 
coupon as shown in Figure 17E while viewing the information about the Visioneer 
scanner, while he may now be offered a $50 mail-in rebate while viewing the HP 
scanner information as shown in Figure 17H. Thus, in accordance with the invention, 
the amount of the incentive changes depending on the actions of the consumer. 

In summary, the electronic incentive system permits a manufacturer or vendor 
to influence a consumer to purchase a particular brand of product by providing an 
incentive to the consumer. The electronic incentive system is invisible to the consumer 
(i.e., the consumer does not know information about his/her brand preferences are 
being gathered and analyzed), but the electronic incentive system may provide the 
consumer with an incentive to buy a particular brand of product. 
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While the foregoing has been with reference to a particular embodiment of the 
invention, it will be appreciated by those skilled in the art that changes in this 
embodiment may be made without departing from the principles and spirit of the 
invention, the scope of which is defined by the claims attached hereto. 
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What is claimed: 

1 . A method for determining consumer preference in a computer with an 
attached display connected to a network for receiving and transmitting network 

5 information, comprising: 

receiving data identifying a plurality of products being viewed on a computer 
display by the consumer; 

determining the corresponding brands of the products being viewed by the 
consumer; and 

1 0 generating product interest data, based on the plurality of products being 

viewed by the consumer, which is used to represent the interest level of the consumer 
in a particular product. 

2. The method of Claim 1 , wherein generating the product interest data 
comprises generating product interest data, based on the plurality of products being 

1 5 viewed by the consumer, which is used to represent the interest level of the consumer 
in a particular product category. 

3. The method of Claim 1, wherein receiving the data further comprises 
counting the number of times a product belongs to a category. 

4. The method of Claim 1 , wherein receiving the data further comprises 
20 counting the number of times a product belongs to a particular product brand. 

5. The method of Claim 1 , wherein receiving the data further comprises 
estimating preference probabilities based on the ratio of a product category count to the 
total of all product category counts. 
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6. The method of Claim 1 , wherein receiving the data further comprises 
estimating preference probabilities based on the ratio of a product brand count to the 
total of all product brand counts. 

7. The method of Claim 1 , wherein the receiving further comprises 
assigning more weight to a count obtained from recently arrived data in the 
calculations of preference probabilities. 

8. The method of Claim 1 , wherein the receiving further comprises 
assigning more weight to a count if it is related to a product which occupies more 
viewing space on the display. 

9. The method of Claim 1 , wherein the receiving further comprises storing 
prior brand preference probabilities of a consumer and combining the stored brand 
preference probability information of the user with newly collected brand preference 
probability information to determine updated data which is used to represent interest 
level of the consumer. 

10. A system for determining consumer preference in a computer with an 
attached display connected to a network for receiving and transmitting network 
information, comprising: 

means for monitoring the products available for viewing on a computer display 
by the consumer in order to generate information about which products are actually 
being viewed; 

means for determining the corresponding brands of the products actually being 
viewed by the consumer; and 

means for generating numeric data, based on the plurality of products available 
for viewing by the consumer and the products actually viewed by the consumer, that is 
used to represent the interest level of the consumer in a particular product brand. 
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11. The system of Claim 10, wherein the monitoring means further comprises 
means for counting the number of times a product belongs to a category. 

12. The system of Claim 1 0, wherein the monitoring means further 
comprises means for counting the number of times a product belongs to a particular 

5 product brand. 

1 3 . The system of Claim 1 0, wherein the monitoring means further 
comprises means for estimating preference probabilities based on the ratio of a product 
category count to the total of all product category counts. 

1 4. The system of Claim 1 0, wherein the monitoring means further 

10 comprises means for estimating preference probabilities based on the ratio of a product 
brand count to the total of all product brand counts. 

1 5 . The system of Claim 1 0, wherein the monitoring means further 
comprises means for assigning more weight to a count obtained from recently arrived 
data in the calculations of preference probabilities. 

15 16. The system of Claim 1 0, wherein the monitoring means further 

comprises means for assigning more weight to a count if it is related to a product 
which occupies more viewing space on the display. 

17. The system of Claim 1 0, wherein the monitoring means further 
comprises means for storing prior brand preference probabilities of a consumer and 

20 means for combining the stored brand preference probability information of the user 
with newly collected brand preference probability information to determine updated 
data which is used to represent interest level of the consumer. 

18. A method for determining consumer preference in a computer with an 
attached display connected to a network for receiving and transmitting network 

25 information, comprising: 
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receiving one or more unique addresses identifying one or more web pages 
viewed on a computer display by the consumer; 

mapping the one or more unique addresses into one or more pieces of product 
identification information; and 

generating product interest data, based on the one or more pieces of product 
identification information, that is used to represent the interest level of the consumer ii 
a product category. 

1 9. The method of Claim 1 8, wherein the generating the product interest 
data further comprises generating product interest data indicating the interest level of 
the consumer in a particular product brand. 

20. The method of Claim 1 8, wherein generating the product interest data 
further comprises generating product interest data indicating the interest level of the 
consumer in a particular merchant brand. 

2 1 . The method of Claim 1 8 further comprising generating an incentive 
based on the product interest data and communicating the generated incentive to the 
consumer . 

22. The method of Claim 2 1 , wherein the incentive further comprise one or 
more of an upsell incentive, a cross sell incentive, a brand switch incentive, a fixed 
value discount, a fixed rebate after purchase and a points-based incentive. 

23 . The method of Claim 2 1 , wherein the incentive generator further 
comprises storing one or more past product interest data for a consumer so that the 
historical product interest data is used in combination with the current product interest 
data to determine the product interest data of the consumer. 

24. The method of Claim 1 8, wherein the mapping further comprises 
comparing the received unique addresses to a database containing data records that 
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includes a unique address and a corresponding brand indication, outputting one or 
more brand indications that match the received unique addresses, and determining the 
product interest data for the consumer based on the one or more brand indications. 

25. The method of Claim 24, wherein determining the product interest data 
further comprises determining a brand preference probability based on the brand 
indications derived from the unique addresses, applying one or more incentive rules to 
each brand preference probability to determine if an incentive is to be provided for the 
particular consumer. 

26. A system for determining consumer preference in a computer with an 
attached display connected to a network for receiving and transmitting network 
information, comprising: 

means for receiving one or more unique addresses identifying one or more web 
pages viewed on a computer display by the consumer; 

means for mapping the one or more unique addresses into one or more pieces 
of product identification information; and 

means for generating product interest data, based on the one or more pieces of 
product identification information, that is used to represent the interest level of the 
consumer in a product category. 

27. The system of Claim 26, wherein the generating means further 
comprises means for generating product interest data indicating the interest level of the 
consumer in a particular product brand. 

28. The system of Claim 26, wherein the generating means further 
comprises means for generating product interest data indicating the interest level of the 
consumer in a particular merchant brand. 
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29. The system of Claim 26 farther comprising means for generating an 
incentive based on the product interest data and means for communicating the 
generated incentive to the consumer to provide the consumer with an incentive. 

30. The system of Claim 29, wherein the incentive further comprise one or 
more of an upsell incentive, a cross sell incentive, a brand switch incentive, a fixed 
value discount, a fixed rebate after purchase and a points-based incentive. 

31. The system of Claim 29, wherein the incentive generator means further 
comprises means for storing one or more past product interest data for a consumer so 
that the historical product interest data is used in combination with the current product 
interest data to determine the product interest data of the consumer. 

32. The system of Claim 26, wherein the mapping means further comprises 
means for comparing the received unique addresses to a database containing data 
records that includes a unique address and a corresponding brand indication, means for 
outputting one or more brand indications that match the received unique addresses, and 
means for determining the product interest data for the consumer based on the one or 
more brand indications. 

33 . The system of Claim 32, wherein the determining means further 
comprises means for determining a brand preference probability based on the brand 
indications derived from the unique addresses, means for applying one or more 
incentive rules to each brand preference probability to determine if an incentive is to be 
provided for the particular consumer. 

34. A method for determining consumer preference in a computer with an 
attached display connected to a network for receiving and transmitting network 
information, comprising: 

receiving unique product identifier data for a plurality of products viewed on a 
computer display by a consumer; 
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accessing a database which maps unique product identifiers to product 
category; and 

generating product interest data for the consumer that is used to represent the 
interest level of the consumer in the product categories based on the unique product 
identifiers. 

35. The method of Claim 34, wherein the product interest data further 
comprises data about the interest of the consumer in a particular product brand. 

36. The method of Claim 34, wherein generating the product interest data 
further comprises generating product interest data indicating the interest level of the 
consumer in a particular merchant brand. 

37. The method of Claim 34 further comprising generating an incentive 
based on the product interest data and communicating the generated incentive to the 
consumer to provide the consumer with an incentive . 

38. The method of Claim 37, wherein the incentive further comprise one or 
more of an upsell incentive, a cross sell incentive, a brand switch incentive, a fixed 
value discount, a fixed rebate after purchase and a points-based incentive. 

39. The method of Claim 37, wherein the incentive generator further 
comprises storing one or more past product interest data for a consumer so that the 
historical product interest data is used in combination with the current product interest 
data to determine the product interest data of the consumer. 

40. The method of Claim 34, wherein the mapping further comprises 
comparing the received unique addresses to a database containing data records that 
includes a unique address and a corresponding brand indication, outputting one or 
more brand indications that match the received unique addresses, and determining the 
product interest data for the consumer based on the one or more brand indications. 
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41. The method of Claim 40, wherein determining the product interest data 
further comprises determining a brand preference probability based on the brand 
indications derived from the unique addresses, applying one or more incentive rules to 
each brand preference probability to determine if an incentive is to be provided for the 
particular consumer. 

42. The method of Claim 34, wherein the unique product identifier data 
comprises a uniform product code (UPC). 

43. The method of Claim 34, wherein the unique product identifier data 
comprises a stock keeping unit (SKU) code. 

44. A system for determining consumer preference in a computer with an 
attached display connected to a network for receiving and transmitting network 
information, comprising: 

means for receiving unique product identifier data for a plurality of products 
viewed on a computer display by a consumer; 

means for accessing a database which maps unique product identifiers to 
product category; and 

means for generating product interest data for the consumer that is used to 
represent the interest level of the consumer in the product categories based on the 
unique product identifiers. 

45. The system of Claim 44, wherein the generating means further 
comprises means for generating product interest data indicating the interest level of the 
consumer in a particular product brand. 

46. The system of Claim 44, wherein the generating means further 
comprises means for generating product interest data indicating the interest level of the 
consumer in a particular merchant brand. 
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47. The system of Claim 44 further comprising means for generating an 
incentive based on the product interest data and means for communicating the 
generated incentive to the consumer to provide the consumer with an incentive. 

48. The system of Claim 47, wherein the incentive further comprise one or 
5 more of an upsell incentive, a cross sell incentive, a brand switch incentive, a fixed 

value discount, a fixed rebate after purchase and a points-based incentive. 

49. The system of Claim 47, wherein the incentive generator means further 
comprises means for storing one or more past product interest data for a consumer so 
that the historical product interest data is used in combination with the current product 

10 interest data to determine the product interest data of the consumer. 

50. The system of Claim 47, wherein the mapping means further comprises 
means for comparing the received unique addresses to a database containing data 
records that includes a unique address and a corresponding brand indication, means for 
outputting one or more brand indications that match the received unique addresses, and 

1 5 means for determining the product interest data for the consumer based on the one or 
more brand indications. 

5 1 . The system of Claim 50, wherein the determining means further 
comprises means for determining a brand preference probability based on the brand 
indications derived from the unique addresses, means for applying one or more 

20 incentive rules to each brand preference probability to determine if an incentive is to be 
provided for the particular consumer. 

52. The system of Claim 44, wherein the unique product identifier data 
comprises a uniform product code (UPC). 



25 



53. The system of Claim 44, wherein the unique product identifier data 
comprises a stock keeping unit (SKU) code. 
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54. A system for determining a consumer's brand preferences and providing 
the consumer with an incentive based on that brand preference, the system comprising: 

a brand preference detector that analyzes the consumer actions and generates a 
brand preference record indicating the brand preference of the consumer; 

a record generator that receives the brand preference record of the consumer 
and generates a brand selection probability; 

an incentive engine that determines, based on the brand selection probability, if 
and the amount of an incentive that is being provided to the consumer; and 

a display that displays any incentive provided to the consumer based on the 
determination of the incentive engine. 

55. The system of Claim 54, wherein the brand further comprises a product 

brand. 

56. The system of Claim 54, wherein the brand further comprises a 
merchant brand. 

57. The system of Claim 54 further comprising a catalog of products stored 
on a portable medium, the portable medium also storing one or more software 
applications that are executed to implement the brand preference detector, the record 
generator, and the incentive engine so that the preference determination and incentive 
distribution system is contained on the portable medium. 

58. The system of Claim 57, wherein the portable medium comprises a 
compact disk. 

59. The system of Claim 54 further comprising a client computer connected 
by a communications network to a server computer, the client computer further 
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comprising the brand preference detector and the display and the server further 
comprising the record generator and the incentive engine. 

60. The system of Claim 54 further comprising a personal computer having 
a persistent storage system, the persistent storage system storing one or more software 
applications, the one or more software applications comprising the brand preference 
detector, the record generator and the incentive engine. 

6 1 . The system of Claim 54, wherein the incentive further comprise one or 
more of an upsell incentive, a cross sell incentive, a brand switch incentive, a fixed 
value discount, a fixed rebate after purchase and a points-based incentive. 

62. The system of Claim 54, wherein the brand preference detector further 
comprises a software application being executed by a central processing unit of a 
personal computer. 

63. The system of Claim 62, wherein the brand preference detector further 
comprises means for transmitting the brand preference record over a communications 
link to a server computer. 

64. The system of Claim 54, wherein the brand preference detector is 
located on a server computer, the brand preference detector receiving an event 
descriptor from a client computer and generating a brand preference record based on 
the received event descriptor. 

65. The system of Claim 54, wherein the brand preference detector is 
located in a personal digital assistant. 

66. The system of Claim 54, wherein the consumer actions comprises one 
or more of a search request, a set of search results, a visit to a web site, a number and 
type of brands chosen, a number of clicks on a particular brand description, a 
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preference score, an amount of time spent by the consumer of a particular product 
description and a size of the brand description selected by the user. 

67. The system of Claim 66, wherein the brand preference detector further 
comprises a brand preference database for storing one or more brand preference 
records for a consumer so that the historical brand preference record is determined for 
the consumer. 

68. The system of Claim 54, wherein the record generator comprises means 
for matching a brand preference record to an incentive offering in a database and 
means for communicating the incentive offering to the display means so that the 
incentive is displayed to the user while the user is viewing the particular product. 

69. The system of Claim 68, wherein the record generator further comprises 
an event preprocessor that generates information about a user actions and 
communicates that information to a remote event to brand database, the event to brand 
database comprising means for converting the information about the user actions into 
brand preference records that are communicated to the record generator so that the 
location of the event preprocessor gathers but does not process the brand preference 
data. 

70. The system of Claim 69, wherein the event preprocessor is located at a 
merchant web site and the event to brand database is located at a separate server so that 
the processing load on the merchant web site is not unduly increased due to the 
incentive generation. 

71 . The system of Claim 54, wherein the incentive engine further comprises 
means for receiving the brand preference probability, means for applying one or more 
incentive rules to each brand preference probability to determine if an incentive is 
being provided for the particular user and a rules database for storing the one or more 
incentive rules. 
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72 . The system of Claim 7 1 , wherein the incentive rules comprise means 
for changing the probability of providing an incentive to the user based on the user 
actions reflected in the brand preference probability. 

73. The system of Claim 72, wherein the rules further comprises means for 
randomly providing an incentive to a user based on the brand preference probabilities. 

74. The system of Claim 54, wherein the consumer actions comprises 
moving between one or more web sites using one or more URLs, and wherein the 
record generator comprises means for generating the brand preference probability 
based on URLs visited by the consumer. 

75. The system of Claim 54, wherein the consumer actions comprise 
scanning a UPC code to generate information about the products being viewed by the 
consumer and wherein the record generator comprises means for generating a brand 
preference probability based on the UPC codes. 

76. The system of Claim 54 further comprising means for processing the 
brand preference records to generate one or more reports based on the brand preference 
records, the reports providing product preference information to third parties. 

77. The system of Claim 54 further comprising means for redeeming the 
incentive provided to a consumer. 

78. The system of Claim 77, wherein the redemption means comprises 
means for electronically sending a rebate coupon to the consumer so that the consumer 
prints out the rebate coupon, signs it and sends it to the appropriate address. 

79. The system of Claim 77, wherein the redemption means further 
comprises means for providing the incentive to the merchant site during the checkout 
of the consumer so that the incentive is applied when the consumer buys the product. 
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80. A system for determining a consumer's preferences and providing the 
consumer with an incentive based on that preference, the system comprising: 

means for analyzing the consumer actions and generating a brand preference 
record indicating the brand preference of the consumer; 

means for generating a brand selection probability based on the received brand 
preference record of the consumer; 

means for determining, based on the brand selection probability, if and the 
amount of an incentive that is being provided to the consumer; and 

means for displaying any incentive provided to the consumer based on the 
determination of the incentive engine. 

81. A method for determining a consumer's preferences and providing the 
consumer with an incentive based on that preference, the method comprising: 

analyzing one or more consumer actions; 

generating a brand preference record using a brand preference detector, the 
brand preference record indicating the brand preference of the consumer based on the 
consumer actions; 

generating a brand selection probability based on the received brand preference 
record of the consumer; 

determining using an record generator having an incentive engine, based on the 
brand selection probability, if and the amount of an incentive that is being provided to 
the consumer; and 

displaying any incentive provided to the consumer based on the determination 
of the incentive engine. 
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82. The method of Claim 81, wherein the brand further comprises a product 

brand. 

83. The method of Claim 81, wherein the brand further comprises a 
merchant brand. 

5 84. The method of Claim 8 1 further comprising storing a catalog of 

products on a portable medium, the portable medium also storing one or more software 
applications that are executed to implement the brand preference detector, the record 
generator, and the incentive engine so that the preference determination and incentive 
distribution method is contained on the portable medium. 

10 85 . The method of Claim 84, wherein the portable medium comprises a 

compact disk. 

86. The method of Claim 81 further comprising connecting a client 
computer by a communications network to a server computer, the client computer 
further comprising the brand preference detector and the display and the server further 

1 5 comprising the record generator and the incentive engine. 

87. The method of Claim 81 further comprising using a personal computer 
having a persistent storage method, the persistent storage method storing one or more 
software applications, the one or more software applications comprising the brand 
preference detector, the record generator and the incentive engine. 

20 88. The method of Claim 81, wherein the incentive further comprise one or 

more of an upsell incentive, a cross sell incentive, a brand switch incentive, a fixed 
value discount, a fixed rebate after purchase and a points-based incentive. 
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90. The method of Claim 89, wherein the brand preference determination 
further comprises transmitting the brand preference record over a communications link 
to a server computer. 

9 1 . The method of Claim 8 1 , wherein the brand preference determining 
occurs on a server computer, the brand preference detection further comprising 
receiving an event descriptor from a client computer and generating a brand preference 
record based on the received event descriptor. 

92. The method of Claim 8 1 , wherein the brand preference determining is 
located in a personal digital assistant. 

93. The method of Claim 8 1 , wherein the consumer actions comprises one 
or more of a search request, a set of search results, a visit to a web site, a number and 
type of brands chosen, a number of clicks on a particular brand description, a 
preference score, an amount of time spent by the consumer of a particular product 
description and a size of the brand description selected by the user. 

94. The method of Claim 93, wherein the brand preference detection further 
comprises storing one or more brand preference records for a consumer in a brand 
preference record database so that the historical brand preference record is determined 
for the consumer. 

95 . The method of Claim 8 1 , wherein the incentive generation comprises 
matching a brand preference record to an incentive offering in a database and 
communicating the incentive offering to the display means so that the incentive is 
displayed to the user while the user is viewing the particular product. 

96. The method of Claim 95 , wherein the incentive generation further 
comprises using an event preprocessor that generates information about a user actions 
and that communicates that information to a remote event to brand database, the event 
to brand database comprising converting the information about the user actions into 
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brand preference records that are communicated to the record generator so that the 
location of the event preprocessor gathers but does not process the brand preference 
data. 

97. The method of Claim 96, wherein the event preprocessor is located at a 
merchant web site and the event to brand database is located at a separate server so that 
the processing load on the merchant web site is not unduly increased due to the 
incentive generation. 

98. The method of Claim 8 1 , wherein the incentive engine further 
comprises receiving the brand preference probability, applying one or more incentive 
rules to each brand preference probability to determine if an incentive is being 
provided for the particular user and a rules database for storing the one or more 
incentive rules. 

99. The method of Claim 98, wherein the incentive rules comprise changing 
the probability of providing an incentive to the user based on the user actions reflected 
in the brand preference probability. 

1 00. The method of Claim 99, wherein the rules further comprises randomly 
providing an incentive to a user based on the brand preference probabilities. 

101. The method of Claim 8 1 , wherein the consumer actions comprises 
moving between one or more web sites using one or more URLs, and wherein the 
record generator comprises means for generating the brand preference probability 
based on URLs visited by the consumer. 

1 02. The method of Claim 8 1 , wherein the consumer actions comprise 
scanning a UPC code to generate information about the products being viewed by the 
consumer and wherein the record generator comprises generating a brand preference 
probability based on the UPC codes. 
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1 03 . The method of Claim 8 1 further comprising processing the brand 
preference records to generate one or more reports based on the brand preference 
records, the reports providing product preference information to third parties. 

1 04. The method of Claim 8 1 further comprising redeeming the incentive 
5 provided to a consumer. 

1 05 . The method of Claim 1 04, wherein the redemption comprises 
electronically sending a rebate coupon to the consumer so that the consumer prints out 
the rebate coupon, signs it and sends it to the appropriate address. 

1 06. The method of Claim 1 04, wherein the redemption further comprises 
1 0 providing the incentive to the merchant site during the checkout of the consumer so 

that the incentive is applied when the consumer buys the product. 
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Screen 1.1. PC Magazine April 98 reuiew of scanners. 
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tested for this evaluation are 
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Files from our Scanner Tests 
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Desktop Scanners 
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Editors' Choice 

• Business: HP ScanJet S200C 

• Home/home-office: Visioneer Pan erPort OneTnuch 

• Graphics professional: Enson Expression 636 Artist 2 

Users looking for a sturdy, easy-to-use scanner for day-to-day use need look 
no further than the HP ScanJet 6200C ($400 street), our Editors' Choice for 
business. The intelligently designed unit offers both SCSI and USB 
connectivity, and its software driver combines the best of both world: Casual 
users get one button scans with no intervention needed, while more sophisticated 
users will find advanced image controls just a mouse click or two 
away. Out put was among the best in the roundup. 



PC 

MAGAZINE 
EDITORS' 
CHOICE 



Find past Editors' 
Choice award-winning 
products in other 
categories in our 



For lighter-duty home and home-office 
buyers, our Editors' Choice is the 
Visioneer PaperPort OneTouch ($200 
street, or $170 after rebate). This was 
the best document scanner we tested: 
Visioneer's OCR engine performed 
the best on our test. The OneTouch is also a 
commendable image scanner, showing sharp images with respectable 
retention of detail. For no fuss, text-intensive scanning, the OneTouch can't be 
beat. Honorable mentions in this class go to the MAG innoscan DTS-3060 
($150). which delivers good image quality and a a family-friendly software bundle; 
and the Artec ViewStation AM12E ($85), an ultra-affordable unit whose image 
quality compared favorably with that of much more expensive units. 

Graphics professionals who need uncompromising image quality and complete 
image control should look at our third Editors' Choice, the Epson Expression 
636 Artist 2 ($700). You can choose to use either the simple point-and-scan 
driver interface or the more robust SilverFast driver, a powerful, precise tool for 
fine-tuning all aspects of the scanned image. On our tests, photos were 
razor-sharp, colors were accurate and vibrant, and the scanner accurately 
captured faint skin'blemishes on our test photo that other scanners missed. A 
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Screen 1.3. Read detail on HP scanners 
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Desktop Scanners 

HP ScanJet 4100C, 6200G 

M. David Stone 

The HP ScanJet 41 OOC and 6200C 
generate quality scans with minimal 
work. The 41 OOC is optimized for the 
home or small office, while the 6200C is 
built for more heavy-duty business 
needs. The 6200C is aimed, in 
particular, at business users who 
regularly scan documents and need 
high resolutions and a high degree of 
control over the image. Its combination 
of ease of use, power and superior 
scan quality at an affordable price make 
it our Editors' Choice for business 
users. 

During testing, we found dust under the 
platens of the 41 OOC and 6200C. We 
asked HP about this and were told that 
the production process for both units 
includes a test for dust. It's most likely 
that the dust crept in late in the game, 
when the early units that we tested 
were taken apart to upgrade the 
firmware--a procedure that normal units 
wouldn't have to undergo. Despite this 
dust anomaly (which contributed to poor 
scores on our Black Noise and Ghost 
tests), the 620OC delivered excellent 



HP ScanJet 4100G 

Letter-size; 300 x BOO; 36-bit; 
USB; $200 street 



HP ScanJet 6200C 

Letter-size; 600 x 1200; 36-bit; 
USB and SCSI; $400 
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Screen 1.4. Go hack to editors' choice again 
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Desktop Scanners 

Next> 

Editors' Choice 

Business: HP ScanJet E2nnc 
• Home/home-office: Visioneer PaperPort OneTouch 
Graphics professional: Epson Express ion E3B artist 9 

Users looking for a sturdy, easy-to-use scanner for day-to-day use need look 
no further than the HP ScanJet 6200C ($400 street), our Editors' Choice for 
business. The intelligently designed unit offers both SCSI and USB 
connectivity, and its software driver combines the best of both world: Casual 
users get one button scans with no intervention needed, while more sophisticated 
users will find advanced image controls just a mouse click or two 
8way. Out put was among the best in the roundup. 
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For lighter-duty home and home-office 
buyers, our Editors' Choice is the 
Visioneer PaperPort OneTouch ($200 
street, or $170 after rebate). This was 
the best document scanner we tested: 
Visioneer's OCR engine performed 
the best on our test. The OneTouch is also a 
commendable image scanner, showing sharp images with respectable 
retention of detail. For no fuss, text-intensive scanning, the OneTouch can't be 
beat. Honorable mentions in this class go to the MAG innoscan DTS-3060 
($1 50), which delivers good image quality and a a family-friendly software bundle; 
and the Artec ViewStation AM12E ($85). an ultra-affordable unit whose image 
quality compared favorably with that of much more expensive units. 

Graphics professionals who need uncompromising image quality and complete 
image control should look at our third Editors' Choice, the Epson Expression 
636 Artist 2 ($700). You can choose to use either the simple point-and-scan 
driver interface or the more robust SilverFast driver, a powerful, precise tool for 
fine-tuning all aspects of the scanned image. On our tests, photos were 
razor-sharp, colors were accurate and vibrant, and the scanner accurately 
captured faint skin blemishes on our test photo that other scanners missed. A 
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Screen 1.5. Read review of Visioneer product 
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Desktop Scanners 

Visioneer PaperPort One Touch 

Denis Tom 

For quick, customizable, effortless 
scanning, you can't beat the Visioneer 
PaperPort OneTouch, our Editors' 
Choice for home and home office users. 
It's an excellent document scanner and 
very good at scanning images. 

Visioneer packs a number of thoughtful, 
convenient features into the OneTouch 
and we needed only a few minutes to 
set it up. The driver interface let us 
customize the buttons on the front of 
the scanner for instantaneous scanning, 
copying, and faxing with our desired 
image settings-eliminating the need to 
click through a maze of software menus 
and controls. The unit's adjustable lid 
enables you to scan books, magazines, 
and small objects. 

The trade-off for this simplicity, however, 
is that the image-tweaking options are 
limited. There are only a few simple 
prescan tonal controls that let you 
adjust under- or over-exposed originals. 
The driver software also lacks a zoom 
feature, making it difficult to select 
custom-sized originals for the scan area 
precisely. But the image can be cleaned 
and touched up later with the 
bundled PhotoEnhancer from PictureWorks. 
Other software includes Quicken's 
ExpensAble SE, which lets you scan, file, 

■flnri nrqanfrp, y""r pprcnnql ptppncpc 



Fact File 

Visioneer PaperPort OneTouch 

Letter-size; BOO x 1200; 36-bit; 
parallel-port; $170 street (after 
$30 rebate). 




output file (-3MB) 
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Shop for Scanners 

Company Finder: 
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Visioneer Communications PaperPort 3000 

□ Virtual Technology $152.00 

□ McGlen Micro. Inc. $133.65 
fj Buy Now Computer Products $133.32 
l~~l Shopping.com $146.01 

Visioneer Communications PaperPort 3100 

r~1 Harmony Computers $69.00 

□ CDW 

□ CDW 

□ CDW 

□ PC Zone 
O Corporate Raider 

□ Page Computer 

□ Tri State Computer 
O Micro Warehouse 
D MicroWarehouse 

□ McGlen Micro. Inc $87.89 

□ Micro®Net $58.00 
CU Buy Now Computer Products $84.57 
D Comtech $54.00 
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Desktop Scanners 

Editors' Choice 
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• Business: HP ScanJet B200C 

• Home/horoe-office: ] 

• Graphics professional: Epson Expression 636 Artist 2 

Users looking for a sturdy, easy-to-use scanner for day-to-day use need look 
no further than the HP ScanJet 6200C t$400 street), our Editors' Choice for 
business. The intelligently designed unit offers both SCSI and USB 
connectivity, and its software driver combines the best of both world: Casual 
users get one button scans with no intervention needed, while more sophisticated 
users will find advanced image controls just a mouse click or two 
away. Out put was among the best in the roundup. 

For lighter-duty home and home-office 
buyers, our Editors' Choice is the 
Visioneer PaperPort OneTouch ($200 
street, or $1 70 after rebate). This was 
the best document scanner we tested: 
Visioneer's OCR engine performed 
the best on our test. The OneTouch is also a 
commendable image scanner, showing sharp images with respectable 
retention of detail. For no fuss, text-intensive scanning, the OneTouch can't be 
beat. Honorable mentions in this class go to the MAG innoscan DTS-3060 
($150). which delivers good image quality and a a family-friendly software bundle: 
and the Artec ViewStation AM12E ($85), an ultra-affordable unit whose image 
quality compared favorably with that of much more expensive units. 

Graphics professionals who need uncompromising image quality and complete 
image control should look at our third Editors' Choice, the Epson Expression 
636 Artist 2 ($700). You can choose to use either the simple point-and-scan 
driver interface or the more robust SilverFast driver, a powerful, precise tool for 
fine-tuning all aspects of the scanned image. On our tests, photos were 
razor-sharp, colors were accurate and vibrant, and the scanner accurately 
captured faint skin blemishes on our test photo that other i 
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Screen 1.8. Back to HP product reuiew again 
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Desktop Scanners 

HP ScanJet 4100C, 6200C 

M. David Scone 

The HP ScanJet 41 00C and B200C 
generate quality scans with minimal 
work. The 4100C is optimized for the 
home or small office, while the 6200C is 
built for more heavy-duty business 
needs. The 6200C is aimed , in 
particular, at business users who 
regularly scan documents and need 
high resolutions and a high degree of 
control over the image. Its combination 
of ease of use, power and superior 
scan quality at an affordable price make 
it our Editors' Choice for business 
users. 

During testing, we found dust under the 
platens of the 4100C and 6200C. We 
asked HP about this and were told that 
the production process for both units 
includes a test for dust. It's most likely 
that the dust crept in late in the game, 
when the early units that we tested 
were taken apart to upgrade the 
firmware--a procedure that normal units 
wouldn't have to undergo. Despite this 
dust anomaly (which contributed to poor 
scores on our Black Noise and Ghost 
tests), the 6200C delivered excellent 



HP ScanJet 4100C 

Letter-size; 300 x 600; 36-bit; 
USB; $200 street 



HP ScanJet 6200C 

Letter-size; 600 x 1200; 36-bit; 
USB and SCSI; $400 
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